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An Akan proverb reads Eti nnyε borөferε na wөapae mu ahunu mu nsεm,
the head is not like the pawpaw that can be split to see the contents.
This truism points out that no research in the field of legal anthropol-
ogy can be done without the collaboration of informants, who answer
your questions, explain what you do not understand, and live their lives
in your presence. During my periods of fieldwork in Ghana I have en-
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experiences with me. In fact, willing is an understatement, as many
Ghanaians were eager to share their views, their joy and grievances,
their indignation, their hopes and their insights with a foreign re-
searcher. My position as a foreigner researcher was hardly ever ques-
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when I discussed my research on a talk show at a Kumasi radio station,
I was surprised with an enthusiastic listener who phoned in to exclaim
his satisfaction that a foreign researcher was finally bringing this story
out in the open. My periods of fieldwork have been a most stimulating,
precious and pleasant experience due to the friendly openness of the
Ghanaian people.
Firstly, there are all those people in Besease, our village of residence,
who made us feel welcome, corrected our use of the local language,
showed us the village way of life, and provided in-depth views of land
management matters in a peri-urban community. A special role was
played by our landlady Olivia, her late husband Opoku Thomas, and
their children Akwasie, Yaw, and Akua, who opened their home for us
and showed us around in our first weeks in the village; our landlady’s
mother, Adwoa Baedu, who always brightened up our days at the
house and protected us against snakes, scorpions, and overly nosy chil-
dren; and our two other ‘housemates’, sister Adwoa with her bright
laughter and sister Benedicta or ‘madam’, who made her pupils fetch
us water from the wells and could always be called upon to explain lo-
cal customs or gossip. Furthermore, our neighbor Amma Adoma and
her family, Aning Dei, assemblyman Adams Boakye-Yiadom and his
wife Agnes, and the chairman and members of the Besease Unit Com-
mittee and Plot Allocation Committee, deserve special reference for
their kindness and hospitality. My gratitude also goes out to the various
chiefs of Besease, who – despite my critical attitude and questions –
have shown me the courtesy that becomes a guest in Ashanti and have
granted me several interviews. The two Kontihenes of the village, espe-
cially, have contributed greatly to my understanding of land and chief-
taincy affairs in the village and its surroundings.
Another part of my research was done in eight other villages in peri-
urban Kumasi, where I am also indebted to many assembly members,
Unit Committee members, and other villagers for their kindly be-
stowed time and information. Also here, the traditional authorities –
although perhaps not always happy with being the object of my re-
search – were courteous and hospitable. One of them even offered me
a position as ‘development queenmother’ (Nkosuohemaa). In district ca-
pital Ejisu, regional capital Kumasi, and national capital Accra, I have
learned from the knowledge and insights of many judges, lawyers, civil
servants, ministry officials, and researchers. Dr Daniel Hammond and
his friendly staff helped me immensely during the start of my research
and could always be called upon later, and prof Kojo Amanor has in-
spired me with his writings and our discussions, and has helped orga-
nize an international seminar in Accra in 2006 to disseminate data
and compare them with other research.
Two persons were vital in the success of the fieldwork. The first was
Niels, who accompanied me to Ghana, where he offered his services to
the primary school adjoining the orphanage of Besease. He was a true
companion, unrelentingly sharing my enthusiasm for the research as
well as for village life in Ghana. Chatting with the villagers on one of
our many strolls through the village, drinking Star beer at our favorite
local bar, traveling to Kumasi for the Internet and grocery supplies –
these and many other activities undertaken together have made my
time in Ghana a great experience. The second person who was invalu-
able for this research is Beatrice Newman, who assisted me in the re-
search throughout the fieldwork. She was great to be on the road with,
understanding what I was interested in, helping me with the local lan-
guage, and diverting all attention from the oburoni (white foreigner) to
the beautiful town girl. Her knowledge was not only based on a bache-
lor’s degree in land economy and a year of experience as a research
and teaching assistant in her department, but also on her being part of
a large Ashanti family. When she was not able to answer one of my
many questions, she would often surprise me later with an explanation
from her mother, father, grandmother, or some other relative. Further-
more, when I needed a number of research assistants to conduct a sur-
vey, she mobilized her old university mates, who proved to be hard-
working, valuable colleagues.
This research greatly profited from comments by and discussions
with colleagues whom I met at conferences or have been in contact
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and let off steam when needed. Many thanks to all my colleagues and
former colleagues for making the VVI a great place to work. I owe spe-
cial thanks to Julia Arnscheidt, Gustaaf Reerink, Barbara Oomen, Wil-
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